Conspicuous Consumption and the Hidden Costs of Luxury Seafood by Mitcheson, S.
 Proceedings of the 64th Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute     October 31 - November 5, 2011   Puerto Morelos, Mexico 
Conspicuous Consumption and the Hidden Costs of Luxury Seafood 
 
El Consumo Conspicuo y los Costos Ocultos de Marisco de Lujo:  
 
La Consommation Ostentatoire et les Couts Cachés de Fruits de Mer De Luxe 
 
YVONNE SADOVY de MITCHESON 
Society for the Conservation of Reef Fish Aggregations (SCRFA), IUCN Groupers & Wrasses Specialist Group, 
University of Hong Kong, Pok Fu Lam Road Hong Kong, China. yjsadovy@hku.hk. 
 
KEYNOTE ADDRESS 
“Only when the last tree has died and the last river been poisoned and the last fish been caught  
will we realize that we cannot eat money.” 
Cree Indian proverb 
 
It was once a paradigm of fisheries science that common species would not go extinct from exploitation. The thinking 
was that if population numbers were to drop too low, catch per unit of effort, an indication of abundance, would fall until 
fishing was no longer economically viable and hence fishing would stop; a sort of extinction safety valve. For large-scale 
industrial fisheries this made sense; if fleets were dedicated to particular species, and if price per fish did not increase with 
declining fish availability sufficiently for the costs of fishing to be recovered, fishing would have to stop and this would, it 
was assumed, allow for some recovery of depleted target populations. Moreover, it was not until the mid-1990s that the 
world began to accept that commercially important marine fishes could decline to such levels that they might be threatened 
with extinction for biological reasons (Hudson and Mace 1996). The belief had been that most such species were too fecund 
and too numerous, and that the typical dispersive larval phase provided sufficient insurance against widespread depletions, 
for them ever to become threatened. Perspectives have changed considerably over the last decade or so, to such an extent 
that there is now a growing list of threatened marine species of commercial importance clamouring for attention and an 
intensifying discussion on the need to seriously consider national food security for seafood. 
Nowadays, there is little doubt that certain commercially important marine species are at risk of local or global 
extinction if no action is taken. And, unlike organisms on land or in freshwaters, which are threatened predominantly by 
habitat loss or degradation, the major threatening factor for marine organisms is overexploitation (Dulvy et al. 2003). There 
appear to be two major factors associated with the marine fishes we consider to be most threatened according to IUCN Red 
Listing categories and criteria (www.iucnredlist.org). Life history characteristics that include longevity and late sexual 
maturation, and sometimes other features that make them particularly vulnerable to being fished, and high value as luxury 
seafood commodities in international trade. Examples range from the high value of shark fins for shark fin soup that has 
seriously reduced shark populations around the world, Napoleon wrasse (= humphead wrasse), Cheilinus undulatus, 
seahorses (Hippocampus spp.), several groupers (Serranidae) and the bluefin tunas (BFT), Thunnus maccoyi and T. thynnus. 
The high price of fish maw (swim bladder) famously drove the totoaba, Totoaba macdonaldi, onto Appendix II of CITES 
(Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species) as early as 1975, and the same demand is now severely 
threatening its sister species the Chinese bahaba, Bahaba taipingensis. I believe the bahaba is likely to become the first 
commercial marine species on record to be driven to extinction (Sadovy and Cheung 2003). The high prices recently paid 
for some of these species (extremes are US$750,000 for a single BFT, US$400/kg for a Napoleon fish, US$286,000 for a 
bahaba) are incredible incentives to keep fishing until the last animal has been caught. They are also often associated with 
the social phenomenon, and driver of trade, known as ‘conspicuous consumption’. 
Conspicuous consumption, today, refers to the acquisition and display of expensive, or luxury, items to attract attention 
to one's wealth, or to suggest that one is wealthy. Conspicuous consumption has changed somewhat in practice since it was 
introduced in the 19th century by Thorstein Veblen (1899). Veblen initially used the term in relation to the behaviour of the 
nouveau riche (new rich) social class who emerged through the accumulation of capital wealth during the Second Industrial 
Revolution. In the 20th century, with improvement of living standards and the consequent emergence of the middle class, 
‘conspicuous consumption’ came to apply to those with discretionary income enabling them to publically display prestige 
through their purchases. This was part of the growing culture of consumerism and social fashion in the west and, for aquatic 
products used as food, have included items such as caviar and other rare or difficult-to-obtain species.  
Some workers considered conspicuous consumption to be a socio-economic behaviour common among poor social 
classes and economic groups and in societies of countries with emerging economies. The displays of wealth were suggested 
to psychologically combat the impression of poverty (Postrell 2008). The social aspects of conspicuous consumption are 
evident in China in relation to luxury seafood. Given the size of China’s population, its projected growth and because much 
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of the desired luxury seafood lies outside of China, 
particularly in the tropical Asia-Pacific, an examination of 
the impacts of conspicuous consumption on marine 
ecosystems of the region is relevant in relation to the long-
term sustainability of target luxury resources (Fabinyi 
2011). Of particular interest are shark fin, sea cucumber, 
and the live reef food fish trade (LRFFT). Here, I discuss 
the LRFFT. 
The LRFFT is a largely international trade in live reef 
fishes caught for Chinese restaurants and markets and 
centered in the trading hubs of Hong Kong and southern 
Mainland China, associated with the cuisine of the region. 
This luxury-end seafood market typically sources fish from 
tropical countries in the Indian and Pacific Oceans and 
particularly from the Philippines and Indonesia and 
transports them alive by sea or air to Hong Kong and 
Mainland China. Initially, up until the 1960s or so, the 
sources of fishes were close to southern China, but as 
demand grew and local stocks declined, traders looked ever 
further, and now import a wide range of species from a 
geographically diverse range of countries (Sadovy et al. 
2003). And demand is set to increase as China’s economy 
grows. This market is socially and culturally important and 
reflects the significance of high value fish for status in 
Chinese society: notions of social status and conspicuous 
consumption are linked to the development of the Chinese 
economy and social standing (Fabinya 2011, Fabinyi et al. 
2012). 
The bulk of the LRFFT is comprised of groupers 
although a few snappers and wrasses are included, and 
most species continue to be taken from the wild. While an 
increasing proportion of the trade, by weight, is comprised 
of fish produced by mariculture (either hatchery-based or 
through capture-based aquaculture whereby wild-caught 
juveniles are grown out in captivity [Lovatelli and Holthus 
2008]), few of the total species in trade can be cultured at 
commercial levels. Moreover, consumers prefer, and will 
pay more for, wild-caught rather than farmed fish. So, the 
management of wild stocks continues to be an important 
consideration for long-term sustainability of the trade. 
Fishers typically gain a higher value per fish if kept live for 
export, rather than killed and used locally, and in some 
countries do well economically for as long as the export 
trade in live fish lasts in their region. One of the unfortu-
nate aspects of the trade is the tendency to a ‘boom and 
bust’ pattern with traders moving on once populations of 
desired species become depleted. This has typified the sea 
cucumber and shark fin trades and is also associated with 
the LRFFT in some regions, with a number of social and 
biological implications for those communities abandoned. 
It is important to understand the long-term and global  
implications of intense demand for high-value commodities 
in international trade for both the marine species and for 
the participating coastal communities. The LRFFT is a 
good example of the actual and possible impacts of a high 
end luxury seafood market that affects many countries 
across the Indo-Pacific region, and also beyond, and  
typically operates in places where management of local 
resources is limited. The high prices paid by consumers 
allow for the high costs of international transport by sea 
and by air, and the high demand means that traders push 
ever further to find desired species. The LRFFT is worth 
up to an estimated US$1billion when determined at the 
retail level, and there is every indication that it will 
increase because of growing wealth in China and the 
accompanying heightened demand for luxury items, 
including reef fishes. The estimated global volume of the 
trade over the last decade has ranged from about 15,000 - 
30,000 mt annually largely dependent on the state of the 
Chinese economy (Sadovy et al. 2003).  
While the ‘value-adding’ associated with higher prices 
given for live rather than dead fish could be beneficial for 
marine ecosystems if it resulted in fishers opting to take 
fewer live fish to sustain incomes, the high prices paid by 
traders can, instead, lead to a ‘goldrush’ mentality. This 
attracts migrants to trade hubs, encourages dangerous 
fishing practices, and can cause social conflict (Fabinyi 
2011). In other words the apparent ‘value-adding’ of 
keeping fish alive appears to drive the taking of more 
rather than fewer fish. While this is hardly surprising, it 
does mean that we must pay attention to the broader 
implications of luxury seafood markets, which far from 
being small niche activities, are expanding both geograph-
ically and taxonomically. 
There are three major issues associated with the 
current intensity of the LRFFT and its projected growth; 
biological, ecological, socio-economic. Biologically, many 
preferred species are easy to overfish because of their 
longevity and late sexual maturation and because most 
capture occurs in areas with no fishery management or 
oversight. Indeed, the most highly valued species, the 
Napoleon fish (Maori or humphead wrasse, Cheilinus 
undulatus) is listed threatened on the IUCN Red List and is 
also included on Appendix II of CITES (since 2004), the 
first commercial reef food fish ever to be so listed, a direct 
consequence of the heavy pressure from the LRFFT. 
Because of the preferred retail market (or ‘plate’) size of 
500-800g, larger reef species (including Napoleon) fetch 
highest prices at a size range when they have typically not 
had a chance to attain reproductive age. This results in 
fisheries that focus mostly on juveniles of such species. 
Several of the groupers in the trade are on the IUCN Red 
List as threatened because they are overfished, including 
by uncontrolled fishing on their highly predictable 
spawning aggregations (e.g. Solomon Islands, Palau, 
Indonesia) (Sadovy de Mitcheson et al. 2012). These 
aggregations are easy to overfish because thousands of fish 
aggregate predictably at the same place and time each year 
and are easy to target every year once discovered 
(www.scrfa.org) (Sadovy de Mitcheson et al. 2008).  
From an ecological perspective there are several 
concerns about the trade. Some desired species are difficult 
to catch with traditional fishing gears like hook and line 
and so, to satisfy the high demand, damaging fishing 
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methods such as cyanide solution are used in some places 
to keep catch rates high. The Napoleon fish and leopard 
coral trout (Plectropomus leopardus), in particular, are 
caught in this way in some places in the Philippines and 
Indonesia. Cyanide can kill living coral with repeated 
application and high dosage (Jones and Steven 1997) and 
also produces a lot of bycatch – non-target fish affected 
when the cyanide solution is directed towards nearby target 
fish. Since these are not removed from the cyanided water 
along with the target fish, most will die.  
From a socio-economic perspective, the oftentimes 
‘boom and bust’ nature of the fishery can initially bring 
high income to local communities but eventually may leave 
a local fishery depleted, communities affected by migrants 
who have moved in to benefit from the bonanza, and reefs 
depleted once catch rates decline and international traders 
move on to other areas (Sadovy et al. 2003). A good 
example is the leopard coral trout fishery in Coron/
Busuanga in the Philippines that was once a significant 
trading area for this species in the country (Padilla et al. 
2003). When coral trout catches were no longer economi-
cally viable, traders moved to northern Palawan, now 
already showing signs of overfishing (eg. smaller fish, 
lower catch rates). As fish sizes declined, fish cages were 
introduced which became filled with juvenile fish that are 
too small to sell at capture but are then ‘grown-out’ to 
marketable size. These juveniles do not breed to replenish 
fished populations and the fishery further declined, as 
determined by catch rates. The introduction of cyanide into 
an area by incoming traders sometimes resulted in its 
adoption by other fishing sectors. As fish catches declines, 
cyanide divers with no dive training, sometime push ever 
deeper, and there are many communities where young men 
have been paralysed by the diving sickness, the bends; this 
is an unquantified human toll associated with the trad
(Personal observation in the Philippines). In some places, 
such as Fiji and Palau, caged fish were fed with local reef 
fish usually eaten by local communities, leading them 
ultimately to bar the trade. In Palau for example, the 
LRFFT was banned by the governor in 2008 due to 
concerns by communities about overfishing and fishing 
practices associated with the trade.  
The trade in luxury seafood is expanding far beyond 
Southeast Asia and becoming increasingly globalized. 
While the LRFFT still mainly sources fish from the Indo-
Pacific region for the markets in China, I know of traders 
seeking live grouper supplies in western Mexico. Angela 
Gall photographed a Goliath grouper, Epinephelus itajara, 
in the tank of a Chinese restaurant in Belize in 2011 
(Rachel Graham, Personal communication), and live reef 
fish from Californian waters are taken for local restaurants 
(Casey 2007). In the case of other seafood  commodities,  
shark fins are taken from over one hundred countries 
around the world with about half being traded through 
Hong Kong.  
The apparent growth of sea cucumber fisheries in the 
Caribbean, as indicated by a batch of messages on the 
GCFI ListServe in early 2011, was the impetus for my 
decision to discuss conspicuous consumption at this year’s 
GCFI meeting in recognition of its ever-broadening reach 
and relevance to the GCFI region. Messages from different 
parts of the Caribbean were highlighting the appearances of 
sea cucumber fishing operations with no controls and with 
no understanding of sustainable levels of offtake. Fish maw 
is valuable in Chinese medicines and food and croaker 
(Scianidae) swim bladders are particularly valued. The 
Gulf corvina (Cynoscion othonopterus), from western 
Mexico, is heavily sourced for maw, as is the totoaba 
(albeit illegally in the latter case). The market for maw is 
very large and prices sky-rocketed this past year for the 
corvina due to the implementation of a quota which has 
reduced the average seasonal catch by approximately 40% 
(Brad Erisman, Personal communication) — a clear 
example of demand and supply affecting prices. Demand 
for swimbladder for the Asian market is increasing with 
fishers now harvesting swimbladders at sea and tossing 
away the carcasses in order to escape penalties related to 
catch limits being exceeded. Sea urchins became a target 
for increasingly globalized trade in the 1970s when Japan’s 
own resources declined. The countries sourced for sea 
urchins increased rapidly in a ‘boom and bust’ pattern that 
peaked in 1990 after all frontiers had been exploited 
(Berkes et al. 2007). As a result of intensive serial overfish-
ing of sea urchins, food web simplification and biodiversity 
loss can erode the resilience of marine ecosystems (Hughes 
et al. 2005). 
Society is facing a major challenge in the international 
luxury seafood sector. When ‘catch’ per unit of effort 
declines and ‘cash’ per unit of effort increases dispropor-
tionately, there appears to be an increasing, rather than 
decreasing, incentive to source rare items. With conspicu-
ous consumption, rarity itself becomes appealing. While 
luxury seafood items are used in various ways in different 
cultures, the example of the LRFFT and the high and 
growing demand for species which are little managed and 
particularly vulnerable to overfishing has much to teach us 
and appears to be an example of how one region can 
consume or ‘appropriate’ the marine resources of another 
without paying the long term costs, or ‘externalities’ of that 
consumption (Warren-Rhodes et al. 2003). There are broad 
implications, not only as already outlined, but also in the 
wider areas of food security, poverty reduction and 
environmental management (Fabinyi et al. 2012). So what 
is the way forward? 
Turning again to the LRFFT, how can it be operated 
more sustainably? Several steps are called for. Source 
countries need to manage their live reef fish export fishery; 
if their coastal fisheries are considered to be important for 
food security, then decisions are needed regarding whether 
available fish are to be exported, live, for cash or kept 
predominantly for local food security and for other local 
needs such as the tourism industry. Australia appears to be 
a positive example whereby its coral trout fishery is 
sustainably managed by licensing, quotas, and minimum 
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sizes. While cyanide is illegal as a fishing method in many 
countries, there is little control of its supply or use; this 
needs to be improved. Spawning aggregations should 
nowhere be fished commercially. They are the source of 
the fisheries for aggregating species and should be left 
intact; aggregations are the ‘capital’ in the bank, the young 
they produce and populate the reefs are the ‘interest’ to 
live off. They evidently cannot sustain commercial levels 
of exploitation. Threatened species need to be appropriate-
ly managed. 
From economic and social perspectives much can be 
done. We need to think big because these luxury seafood 
‘commodities’ are increasingly big business. Maybe a 
luxury tax could be applied, as for other goods and services 
considered commodities for conspicuous consumption, that 
internalizes the negative externality associated with the full 
cost of taking these species. Traders, including the 
transporting companies that ship these species, could assist 
in ensuring that threatened species are not illegally carried. 
Trading countries could do more to legislate for and 
monitor the trade, as well as reduce illegal, unregulated 
and unmonitored trade. Astonishingly, given the value of 
the trade, it is monitored and regulated in very few 
countries. Consumers have the option to make sustainable 
choices when eating seafood but there is still much to be 
done to raise awareness of the need to act, and to make 
such choices. In Hong Kong, for example, a public opinion 
poll conducted by the company La Mer in collaboration 
with the University of Hong Kong, found among other 
things, that about 40% of those surveyed still believe the 
seas to be abundantly full of fish (Personal observation 
2011). The implication is that there is little need for 
constraint to achieve sustainable consumption levels. Yet 
Hong Kong has to import about 90% of all its aquatic 
products and almost all of its luxury seafood. Hong Kong 
does not even have legislation to protect threatened species 
of marine fishes and invertebrates in its own waters.  
The World Food Summit of 1996 defined food 
security as existing “when all people at all times have 
access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a 
healthy and active life”. So  given the increasing disparities 
between the volume and globalization of the demand for 
seafood and the limits to availability and locations where 
seafood is sustainably available, and understanding the 
nutritional importance of marine resources for millions of 
people globally, it is clear that  we need to consider 
seafood in the context of food security. Are limited coastal 
resources best used for high-value international markets, 
typically in response to demand in developed countries and 
the cash this can generate to the source, typically develop-
ing, country? Or, alternatively, should the top priority lie in 
ensuring that developing countries have enough food in 
their own waters for their own nutritional (and sometimes 
tourism sector) needs before considering exports and the 
feeding of international markets. Generally local govern-
ance and perceived local value is more likely to foster an 
interest in local resources, whereas a system of mobile 
traders working in international markets and with no long-
term local interests in source countries reduces local 
feedback on resource condition and the incentive to 
manage (Olson cited in Berkes et al. 2006). Maybe the 
question we need to be asking is ‘whose seafood security is 
it anyway’?  
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